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water were brought in to celebrate the eucharistic meal.163 At the end 
of the second century Tertullian attests the same order of the sermon 
followed by a prayer.164 Th e pattern of homily and prayer preceding 
the Eucharist, as attested by Justin and Tertullian, is also found in 
some apocryphal Acts.165 Furthermore, Tertullian states that the Chris-
tian gathering ended with prayer, in the same way as it began.166

In the third century, just as in the second century, a prayer usu-
ally concluded the sermon or teaching in the assembly of Christians.167 
Origen, for example, invites his audience to stand up and pray aft er 
his sermons.168 According to the Apostolic Tradition, prayers were also 
said during gatherings for special occasions. For instance, during the 
ceremony of ordination of a bishop on the Lord’s day, people were 
supposed to be praying in their hearts for the descent of the Spirit, 
whilst at the same time it was intended that one of the bishops should 
say a prayer out loud.169 

Th ere were various types of non-eucharistic prayer off ered by early 
Christians in their gatherings. Th e prayers were mostly praises, thanks-
givings, petitions and intercessions. Praises and thanksgivings were 
addressed to God and to Christ. Petitions were said by Christians for 
themselves, for other believers and for the secular authorities. Interces-
sions took place in the community when the congregation prayed for 
the repentant sinner.

 Th e author of 1 Timothy gives a list of diff erent types of prayer 
that could be said by the members of the community, most likely in 
their communal assembly: “First of all, then, I urge that supplications, 
prayers, intercessions, and thanksgivings be made for everyone, for 
kings and all who are in high positions. . . .”170

1 Clement 59.1–61.3 off ers an example of a communal prayer. Th is 
prayer text surely refl ects the style and form of prayer that was com-
mon in Clement’s community in Rome.171 Th e prayer gives praise to 

163 Just., 1 Apol. 67.5.
164 Tert., Apol. 39.6; An. 9.4. Cf. Clem. Al., Str. 6.113.3. Clement mentions prayers 

aft er the Eucharist.
165 Acta Ioan. 46; 106–109; Acta Andr. 20 (in Gregory of Tours’ Epitome, J.K. 

Elliott, p. 278).
166 Tert., Apol. 39.18.
167 Trad. ap. 39.
168 Or., Hom. Jer. 20.9; Hom. Num. 11.9; Hom. Luc. 12.6; 34.3; 39.7. 
169 Trad. ap. 2.
170 1 Tim. 2:1–2.
171 Barbara Bowe, “Prayer Rendered For Caesar? 1 Clement 59.3–61.3,” in Th e Lord’s 

Prayer and Other Prayer Texts From the Greco-Roman Era, eds. James H. Charles-



 singing and prayer in the gathering 249

God and continues with petitions for forgiveness, salvation and peace, 
and with an intercession for the rulers.172 Elsewhere Clement urges his 
addressees to say the communal prayer unanimously: “Let us, there-
fore, conscientiously gather together in harmony, cry to him earnestly, 
as with one mouth, that we may be made partakers of his great and 
glorious promises.”173

A list of people Christians should pray for, similar to the one in 1 
Timothy, occurs in Polycarp’s letter to the Philippians: “Pray for all 
the saints. Pray also for kings, and potentates, and princes, and for 
those that persecute and hate you, and for the enemies of the cross, 
that your fruit may be manifest to all, and that you may be perfect in 
Him.”174 Tertullian states that Christians off er “sacrifi ces” and prayers 
for the emperor and other authorities.175 He explains that the “sacri-
fi ces” of Christians are “prayer and giving of thanks in the Church 
through Jesus Christ.”176 According to Tertullian, Christians pray not 
only for the authorities, but also for the security of the world, peace 
on earth and postponement of the end.177

Justin in his description of the baptismal assembly specifi es the per-
sons for whom prayers were said. Th e members of the community 
fervently prayed for themselves, for the person to receive baptism and 
for other people in every place. Th e purpose of these prayers was, Jus-
tin says, “that we may be counted worthy, now that we have learned 
the truth, by our works also to be found good citizens and keepers 
of the commandments, so that we may be saved with an everlasting 
salvation.”178

An example of a prayer including petitions occurs in the Acts of 
John. It is a prayer said aft er the sermon and before the Eucharist in a 
gathering on Sunday.

worth with Mark Harding and Mark Hiley (Valley Forge, Pennsylvania: Trinity Press 
International, 1994), 85.

172 Th e combination of praise to God or Christ with subsequent short petitions 
occurs frequently in the apocryphal Acts: Acta Ioan. 108; Acta Th om. 67; Acta Petri 
2; Acta Pauli 9.

173 1 Clem. 34.7.
174 Poly., Phil. 12.3.
175 Tert., Apol. 30.1–4; 32.1; Scap. 2.8–9.
176 Tert., Marc. 4.9.
177 Tert., Apol. 39.2.
178 Just., 1 Apol. 65.1.
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Jesus, who have woven this crown by your twining, who have inserted 
these many fl owers into the everlasting fl ower of your countenance,179 
who have sown these words into my soul, who are the only protector 
and physician of your servants, who heal freely; you who are benign and 
not haughty, alone merciful and kind, alone a Saviour and righteous; you 
who always see what concerns all, and are in all, and everywhere present, 
comprising all and replenishing all, Christ Jesus, God, Lord, who with 
your gift s and your compassion protect those who hope in you; who 
know intimately all the cunnings and threats by which our adversary 
contrives against us everywhere. O Lord, only help your servants with 
your watchful care. So be it, Lord.180

Th is prayer comprises three parts: invocation, argument and petitions. 
Th is pattern refl ects the standard formal structure of prayers in the 
Graeco-Roman world in general.181 

A type of prayer that occurred frequently in the communal gather-
ings was the intercession for sinners. Tertullian asserts that members 
of the Christian community who had sinned were banned from the 
communal prayer in the assembly.182 However, the goal of this excom-
munication was their reconciliation with God and the community. 
According to the Didascalia, the congregation was supposed to inter-
cede for the repentant brother while he was in the process of being 
reconciled with, and admitted again to, the communal gathering.183 
Th e Acts of Peter include an interesting account of how all members 
of a congregation became remorseful for their sins and asked Paul to 
pray for them. One day, when Paul was presiding over a eucharistic 
gathering in Rome, a women who had committed a sin came forward 
to receive the Eucharist from the hands of Paul. He saw through her 
intentions and reprimanded her. Th is caused all participants in the 
gathering to repent of their former sins and to ask Paul to intercede 
for them.184

In the third century Christian authorities tended to admonish the 
faithful to be one and unanimous in praying in the communal gather-
ings. Accordingly, Cyprian urges Christians to pray not only for them-

179 Th e phrases “this crown” and “the fl ower of your countenance” seem to be meta-
phors of the circle of Christians and the Church.

180 Acta Ioan. 108 (tra. J.K. Elliott, p. 336).
181 See, e.g., Larry Alderink and Luther Martin, “Prayer in Greco-Roman Reli-

gions,” in Prayer from Alexander to Constantine, eds. Mark Kiley et al. (London and 
New York: Routledge, 1997), 123–127.

182 Tert., Apol. 39.4.
183 Did. ap. 2.40.
184 Acta Petri 2 (tra. J.K. Elliott, pp. 399–400).



 singing and prayer in the gathering 251

selves but also for others: “Our prayer is public and common; and 
when we pray, we pray not for one, but for the whole people, because 
we the whole people are one.”185 Cyprian also notices that when the 
Lord sees that certain Christians are humble and united, he will pro-
tect them from the attacks of the enemy.186 When Christians come 
together, they should pray with modesty and in subdued language: 

When we meet together with the brethren in one place, and celebrate 
divine sacrifi ces with God’s priest, we ought to be mindful of modesty 
and discipline—not to throw abroad our prayers indiscriminately, with 
unsubdued voices, nor to cast to God with tumultuous wordiness a peti-
tion that ought to be commended to God by modesty; for God is the 
hearer, not of the voice, but of the heart.187 

Th ese recommendations concern the style of the prayer. As to content, 
Cyprian wants Christians to pray “with moderate petitions.”188 

Th e author of the Apostolic Tradition points out the benefi t of pray-
ing in the morning gathering: “For he who prays in the church will be 
able to pass by the wickedness of the day.”189

Th e author of the Didascalia, in admonishing widows to be diligent 
in prayer, urges them to focus their minds on it and to off er it to God 
with all their heart.190 In the third century leaders of Christian com-
munities repeatedly felt the need to encourage their members to pray 
actively and with one accord.

In praying during their communal gatherings, Christians could 
adopt various postures. Christian authors attest that, while praying, 
Christians could sit, stand, kneel, bow or prostrate. Early Christians 
accepted both standing and kneeling as suitable postures for prayer.191 
Kneeling expressed humility and penitence; this posture was assumed, 
therefore, on fast days.192 Standing expressed joy and confi dence; con-
sequently, this was the attitude adopted for praying on Sundays.193 
Prayer was oft en performed standing and facing the east.194 

185 Cypr., Or. Dom. 8.
186 Cypr., Ep. 11.7.3.
187 Cypr., Or. Dom. 4.
188 Ib.
189 Trad. ap. 41.2 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
190 Did. ap. 3.7.
191 Mk. 11:25; Acts 7:60; 9:40; 20:36; 21:5.
192 Tert., Or. 23.4.
193 Tert., Cor. 3.4; Or. 23.2.
194 Tert., Nat. 1.13; Or., Orat. 32; Did. ap. 2.57; 3.7; Cypr., Or. Dom. 4.



252 chapter six

Various forms of bowing, such as prostration and bending for-
ward with the upper part of the body and with eyes downcast, were 
symbolic actions conveying subjection or subservience. According to 
Paul, in the assembly of a Christian congregation one could “fall down 
and worship God.”195 Th e mention of “bending the knee” in Philip-
pians 2:10 suggests that kneeling as a posture of prayer occurred in at 
least some of the Pauline churches. Genufl exion (    

 ) was a well-known form of reverence and worship in the 
Roman Empire, both in court ceremonies196 and in religion.197 It was 
practised by Jews and could be combined with the spreading of arms: 
the Assumptio Mosis announces the coming of a great intercessor who 
“will spread his arms, bend his knees and pray for them. . . .”198 Kneel-
ing was also adopted by Christians and practised in their gatherings.199 
1 Clement enjoins Christians to kneel before the Lord.200 Tertullian 
says that on fast days “no prayer is to be performed without kneel-
ing.”201 According to the Apostolic Constitutions, at the beginning of 
the anaphora, aft er penitents and catechumens had left , the deacon 
said: “All who are faithful, let us bend our knees.”202 Christians espe-
cially kneeled down or bent down their bodies when confessing their 
sins.203

In keeping with a common practice of praying in the Graeco-
Roman world,204 Christians could also pray standing with the arms 

195 1 Cor. 14:25, said of outsiders who come to recognize that God is among the 
members of the congregation.

196 I. Spatharakis, “Th e Proskynesis in Byzantine Art,” Bulletin Antieke Beschaving 
49 (1974), 190–205.

197 Cf. Rev. 5:14; 7:11; 11:16; 15:4; 16:2; 19:4; 1 Cor. 14:25.
198 Ass. Mos. 4.1; see J. Tromp, Th e Assumption of Moses. A Critical Edition with 

Commentary (Leiden: Brill, 1993), 174: “Spreading one’s arms and kneeling are com-
mon prayer gestures. Th e very same words are used in Ezra 9:5; 3 Macc. 2:1.”

199 On the history of kneeling as a posture of Christian prayer, see PGL, s.v. , 
, 2.
200 1 Clem. 48.1. Th e expression may be meant metaphorically, but Spatharakis’ 

article shows that kneeling down as a prayer posture existed.
201 Tert., Or. 23.4.
202 Const. ap. 2.22.14.
203 Or., Hom. Num. 5.1; 11.9.
204 Ps.-Aristotle, De mundo 6; Apul., De mundo 33. See T. Baarda, “ ‘Het uitbreiden 

van mijn handen is zijn teken.’ Enkele notities bij de gebedshouding in de Oden van 
Salomo,” in Loven en geloven. FS. Nic. H. Ridderbos, eds. M.H. van Es et al. (Amster-
dam: Bolland, 1975), 245–259.
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outstretched and the hands slightly elevated.205 Th is prayer attitude 
also occurred among Jews in synagogue gatherings.206 It is the posture 
of the orante, known from so many depictions in early Christian art. 
Another very common gesture during prayer is the laying on of hands 
that will be discussed in the following chapter.

Conclusions

During their assemblies the early Christians sang psalms, odes and 
hymns. Th ey did so in conformity with the singing at symposia in 
the Graeco-Roman world. Th e singing could be accompanied by the 
music of stringed instruments such as lyre, cithara or harp. During 
their gatherings, the early Christians also prayed. In the fi rst century 
Christians prayed before and aft er sharing the communal meal as well 
as during the symposium part of their gathering. Th e prayers before 
and aft er the meal were said by the person who chaired the gathering, 
oft en the one in whose house the Christian congregation met and who 
acted as host. 

In the second century, when the reading of texts and their explana-
tion in a sermon took place before the meal, a prayer usually concluded 
the sermon. Non-eucharistic prayers included prayers of various types: 
praises, petitions, thanksgivings, benedictions and intercessions. In 
intercessory prayers, Christians usually prayed for fellow-believers, 
for the authorities and for themselves. During prayer various postures 
were taken, oft en orientated towards the east.

During the whole period dealt with in this chapter, eucharistic 
prayers had no fi xed form: they were extemporized by the leader of 
the congregation or itinerant offi  cials. Th e story of the institution of 
the Lord’s Supper was not included in the eucharistic prayers until the 
middle of the third century.

205 1 Tim. 2:8; 1 Clem. 2.3; Od. Sol. 37.1; 27.1; 42.1; Or., Orat. 31.2; Cypr., Or. Dom. 
4; 6. 

206 Agatharchides (2nd century BCE), apud Jos., Ap. 1.209.





CHAPTER SEVEN

OTHER RITUAL ACTIONS IN THE GATHERINGS OF THE 
EARLY CHURCH

Introduction

During their communal assemblies, besides eating and drinking, read-
ing and preaching, singing and praying, Christians performed various 
other actions which became more or less fi xed rituals. Th is chapter 
will examine these ritual acts, which include the holy kiss, the ordina-
tion of offi  ce holders, laying on of hands, anointing with oil, liturgical 
acclamations, collections and giving of alms, footwashing, exorcisms 
and healings.

1. The holy kiss

Th e ritual of the “holy kiss” was one of the most common elements 
of the early Christian assembly and was practised by believers in com-
bination with other rituals, for instance, to conclude or to introduce 
prayer, Eucharist, baptism, and ordination.1 Although this rite is men-
tioned frequently in early Christian writings, modern historians of the 
early Christian gathering mostly ignore it. Th is section will discuss the 
practice and function of kissing in the context of the early Christian 
gathering as well as its abuse.

Th e “holy kiss”, originally an expression of Christian love and fel-
lowship, later became a liturgical act in the gatherings of the early 
Christian communities. Paul speaks about the “holy kiss” in several 
of his letters. Concluding his letter to the Th essalonians he urges his 
addressees to “greet all brothers and sisters with a holy kiss” (  

).2 Th e exhortation appears in the concluding passage of the let-
ter where the apostle gives his readers and hearers several directions 
with regard to what they should do in their communal gatherings: 

1 Michael Penn, Kissing Christians. Ritual and Community in the Late Ancient 
Church (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2005), 2.

2 1 Th ess. 5:26.

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc-by-nc License. 
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inter alia, admonish the idlers, encourage the faint-hearted, help the 
weak, pray without ceasing, give thanks, pray for Paul and read aloud 
his letter to all members of the community. Obviously, the exchange 
of kisses is to be performed in the context of the gathering. 

Not surprisingly, 1 and 2 Corinthians and the letter to the Romans 
end with the same exhortation.3 In all cases Paul’s exhortation is con-
nected with the exhortation to greet all members of the community 
or with the conveyance of greetings from the community from which 
Paul is writing. Th e exchange of the kiss seems to have been conceived, 
therefore, as part of the exchange of greetings between Christians in 
general: greetings were exchanged between Christians who were geo-
graphically separated; kisses were between Christians gathered at one 
place. Th e relative frequency of the admonition to kiss one another in 
Paul’s letters suggests that he wanted to encourage this practice.4 

Probably in imitation of Paul, the author of 1 Peter, too, concludes 
his letter by exhorting his audience to “greet one another with a kiss of 
love” (  ).5 Th e phrase “kiss of love” clearly indicates the 
meaning of the rite: it is an expression of mutual love among Chris-
tians. Just like Paul, the author of 1 Peter gives no explanation of the 
recommendation to kiss each other; he clearly supposes his audience 
knows this ritual act as well as its meaning.6

In the Christian communities where the holy kiss was practised, it 
was regarded as a manifestation of deep sympathy and a rite of inclu-
sion. It had the same meaning among other people in the Graeco-
Roman world.7 In the Christian communities the most natural and 
plausible context for exchanging kisses was the believers’ gathering 
for the communal meal. Th is practice expressed the mutual closeness 
of people who came from diff erent social classes and was intended 
to transcend gender, religious, national, and ethnic divisions among 
people who believed that they were one in Christ. However, it did not 
develop as a spontaneous initiative in each new Christian community. 
Th e Christian practice of kissing was already part of the kissing ritual 
practised in society at large of which Christians formed part. Th e early 

3 1 Cor. 16:20; 2 Cor. 13:12; Rom. 16:16.
4 William Klassen, “Th e Sacred Kiss in the New Testament,” NTS 39 (1993), 122–

135, esp. 130.
5 1 Pet. 5:14.
6 M. Penn, Kissing Christians, 21.
7 M. Penn, Kissing Christians, 133–134, see notes 25, 26, 31, 33.
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Christian use of the kiss as a rite of inclusion was infl uenced by the 
Graeco-Roman kiss of greeting: not without reason the New Testa-
ment writings speak of it as a greeting.8 

In the Graeco-Roman world kisses were oft en exchanged between 
family members. About twenty-fi ve percent of pagan references to the 
kiss relate to familial kissing.9 Accordingly, since Paul viewed Chris-
tian congregations as communities of brothers and sisters, he exhorted 
the members of such communities to express their unity by kissing 
each other. Kisses were also exchanged between the host and his guests 
at banquets, a custom referred to in Luke 7:45, where Jesus rebukes 
Simon for not giving him a kiss when he, Jesus, came to Simon’s house 
for a meal.10 From a component of the ordinary social procedures of 
(a) salutation between family members, relatives and friends, and (b) 
welcoming guests at meals, the Christian kiss developed into a ritual 
act performed in the course of the Christians’ meetings.

Aft er Paul and the author of 1 Peter, Justin Martyr is the fi rst Chris-
tian author to refer to the practice of the holy kiss. He mentions it 
in connection with the eucharistic service that takes place aft er the 
baptismal rite. Th e participants in this ceremony greet each other with 
a kiss immediately aft er prayers and before the blessing over, and dis-
tribution of, the eucharistic elements.11 It has been suggested that from 
Justin’s time onwards the kiss became a sign of peace and reconcilia-
tion; in any case, from now on it is oft en called the “kiss of peace” or 
pax, as for instance in chapter 18 of Tertullian’s treatise On Prayer.12

Th e early Church at the end of the second century faced a certain 
abuse of the practice of kissing. Some Christians kissed each other on 
the lips,13 even when the kiss was just a greeting. But kissing on the 
mouth posed problems if it turned cordiality into an erotic experience 
of some kind. Th e apologist Athenagoras refl ected on the danger of 
the kiss as follows:

We consider them as brothers and sisters and give them other names 
of kinship, and therefore we set great store by keeping their bodies free 

 8 M. Penn, Kissing Christians, 13.
 9 Ib., 13. Cf. Cic., Fam. 16.27.2; Athen., Deipn. 15.666; Apul., Met. 4.1; 7.9.
10 Lk. 7:45.
11 Just., 1 Apol. 65.2.
12 Stephen Benko, Pagan Rome and the Early Christians (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1984), 81.
13 Cypr., Ep. 6.1; Gos. Phil. 59.
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from violation and corruption. Our law says furthermore: “If any man 
takes a second kiss for the motive of pleasure, [he sins];” adding, “We 
have thus to be precise about the kiss, or rather the salutation, since if 
any one of us was even in the least stirred to passion in thought thereby, 
God would set him outside eternal life.”14

It is unclear whether Athenagoras’ last words quoted refer to a specifi c 
Scripture passage, but obviously he was familiar with some cases in 
which a brother and a sister liked to kiss each other a second time. 
Th ese could not have been isolated incidents because in that case there 
would have been no need to lay down written rules against them. Athe-
nagoras recognized the danger of a holy kiss turning into a carnal one 
and warned that the liturgical kiss must be “carefully guarded.”15

A contemporary of Athenagoras, Clement of Alexandria, too, rec-
ommended the holy kiss to remain pure:

And if we are called to the Kingdom of God, let us walk worthy of the 
Kingdom, loving God and our neighbour. But love is not proved by a 
kiss, but by kind feelings. But there are those that do nothing but make 
the churches resound with a kiss, not having love itself within. For this 
very thing, the shameless use of a kiss, which ought to be mystic, occa-
sions foul suspicions and evil reports. Th e apostle calls the kiss holy.16 
When the kingdom is worthily tested, we dispense the aff ection of the 
soul by a chaste and closed mouth, by which chiefl y gentle manners are 
expressed. But there is another, unholy kiss, full of poison, counterfeit-
ing sanctity. Do you know that spiders, merely by touching the mouth, 
affl  ict men with pain? And oft en kisses inject the poison of licentious-
ness. It is then very manifest to us, that a kiss is not love.17

Clement’s remarks about the kiss show that it was abused by some 
who did not give it with due decency. Th e practice that was meant as a 
symbol of brotherly love and holiness within the community, became 
an occasion for licentiousness. For a similar reason, Tertullian blames 
heretics for “exchanging the kiss indiscriminately.”18 Th e same idea 
must have been on Tertullian’s mind when he claimed that a pagan 
husband would not tolerate his wife “to meet any of the brethren to 
exchange the kiss.”19 A Gnostic author even created a justifi cation for 

14 Athenag., Plea 32 (tra. J.H. Crehan, adapted).
15 Stephen Benko, Pagan Rome and the Early Christians, 84.
16 1 Th ess. 5:26.
17 Clem. Al., Paed. 3.81.1–82.1 (tra. B.P. Pratten in ANF).
18 Tert., Praescr. 41.3.
19 Tert., Ad. ux. 2.4.
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the practice of kissing by writing in the Gospel of Philip: “Th e perfect 
conceive and give birth through a kiss. Th at is why we also kiss each 
another. We conceive from the grace within each other.”20

In the third century Christians introduced some rules for the 
exchange of the “holy kiss”, in order to remedy the abuse. Th e author 
of the Apostolic Tradition says:

Th e women should stand and pray by themselves in another place in 
the church, both faithful women and women catechumens. When they 
have prayed they shall not give the kiss of peace for their kiss is not yet 
holy. Th e faithful should greet one another, the men with each other and 
the women with each other. No man should greet a woman.21 

Th is Church discipline also mentions the kiss of peace that “all” have 
to give to the newly ordained bishop. In his turn, the bishop gives the 
kiss of peace when he greets a newly baptized member of the com-
munity. In the latter case the kiss was given just before the bishop 
conducted the Eucharist in which the new member of the congrega-
tion would receive communion for the fi rst time.22

Origen, too, mentions a holy kiss that is exchanged between broth-
ers aft er prayer.23 In his commentary on the Song of Songs, he states 
that the holy kiss is given only at the eucharistic celebration.24 Cyprian 
alludes to the exchange of the kiss of peace that took place before the 
celebration of the Eucharist.25 For him, this kiss is the expression of 
mutual love and unity among the members of the congregation; he 
compares it to the way two doves can “kiss” each other.26 Cyprian also 
lays great emphasis on the importance of the kiss of peace to be given 
to lapsi as a sign of reconciliation with the Church.27

20 Gos. Phil. 59 (tra. Marvin Meyer).
21 Trad. ap. 18.2–4 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
22 Trad. ap. 4; 21.
23 Or., Comm. Rom. 10.33.
24 Or., Hom. Cant. 1.
25 Cypr., Or. Dom. 23; 24; Unit. eccl. 13. Th e holy kiss survived, at least for some 

time, in the liturgy of Chrysostom where shortly before the Holy Communion the 
priest says   and the faithful or deacon answers  . 
In certain editions this section is headed “Th e kiss of peace”; see La divine liturgie de 
notre Saint Père Jean Chrysostome (Rome: Ste Marie in Cosmedin, 1974), 34.

26 Cypr., Unit. eccl. 9.
27 See the references in V. Saxer, Vie liturgique et quotidienne à Carthage vers le 

milieu du IIIe siècle (Rome: Pontifi co Istituto di Archeologia Cristiana, 1969), 242, 
note 175.
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With regard to the history of the “holy kiss” in the early Church, it 
may be concluded that the practice of kissing in the Christian gather-
ings began early as an act of salutation that expressed mutual love and 
unity among the participants. It originated as a gesture of greeting 
between friends and family who gathered at the communal banquet. 
Later on the practice became a ritual act that was performed in the 
gatherings of Christians aft er the prayers that concluded the instruc-
tion and before the celebration of the Eucharist. In the Eucharist the 
unity of the congregation was expressed in that the believers drank 
from a common cup and ate from one loaf of bread. Th is explains why 
the kiss was oft en exchanged just before the eucharistic celebration, 
since it, too, served as a sign of mutual love and unity.

2. The laying on of hands and ordination

Among the rites that could take place during the gathering of Chris-
tians, several early Christian writings mention the practice of the laying 
on of hands. Th e laying on of hands was oft en an act accompanying 
the prayer that marked the appointment or ordination of a Church 
offi  cer. It could also accompany the benediction, healing of commu-
nity members, or the rite through which former Church members, 
banned or lapsed persons, were reconciled with the Church.

Th e Christian terminology concerning the laying on of hands 
(   ) has oft en been traced back to the Hebrew expres-
sions sāmak jādim and śīm jādim and the usage itself to a rite of impo-
sition of hands in Judaism.28 Th e most frequent use of the imposition 
of hands in the Christian Church was that at the ordination or com-
missioning of offi  cers. A corresponding practice is oft en attested in 
Jewish literature, but only from the Mishnah onwards.29 Seeing the 
relative dates of the Christian30 and Jewish literary evidence, it is hard 
to assume that the Christian imposition of hands at the ordination of 

28 See, e.g., J.K. Parratt, “Th e Laying on of Hands in the New Testament. A Re-
examination in the Light of Hebrew Terminology,” ExpT 80 (1969), 210–214; E. Fer-
guson, “Laying on of Hands: Its Signifi cance in Ordination,” JTS 26 (1975), 1–13.

29 E.g., Mishnah, Sanh. 1.3. For the Jewish material, see E. Lohse, Die Ordination im 
Spätjudentum und im Neuen Testament (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1951), 
29–35; see also Lawrence Hoff man, “Jewish Ordination on the Eve of Christianity,” 
StLit 2 (1979), 11–41, esp. 13.

30 Acts 6:5–6; 13:3; 1 Tim. 4:14; 5:22; all late fi rst-century.
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offi  cers was something Christians adopted from Jewish practice.31 It 
may as well have been the other way around. However, on the whole, 
it is perhaps safest to conclude that the imposition of hands for the 
ordination of offi  cers arose simultaneously among Christians and Jews, 
in one common or two parallel developments, possibly in accordance 
with the passage on the consecration of Levites in Numbers 8:10 or 
with the narrative of the institution of Joshua in Numbers 27:21–23. 
A pagan background seems to be out of the question: the only analogy 
known from pagan literature is the inauguration of Numa Pompilius 
as priest-king of Rome described by Livy in 1.18. Here the augur is 
said to have laid his right hand on the head of Numa and uttered a 
prayer. But this is not even a proper imposition of hands and it is 
unclear to what extent such inaugurations took place in reality. Th e 
whole question of the origins of the imposition of hands at ordina-
tions needs further investigation; see also below, on the consecration 
of Jewish Levites.

Luke mentions the ordination of seven men in the ministry of the 
daily food distribution.32 According to Luke’s narrative, the ordination 
of these “deacons” took place in the gathering of a Jerusalem com-
munity. Th e men who were to be ordained were standing before the 
apostles, whereas the latter prayed for them and laid their hands on 
them. Luke mentions the same combination of prayer and the imposi-
tion of hands in his story about Barnabas and Paul being appointed by 
the church of Antioch to undertake missionary work in Asia Minor.33 
Th e imposition of hands accompanied not only the ordination of offi  ce 
holders, but also the appointment of Christians for fulfi lling a specifi c 
offi  cial task. It was viewed as the transmission of the Spirit and the 
commissioning of authority to the person who received the imposition 
of hands.

Th e author of 1 Timothy writes to “Timothy”: “Do not neglect the 
gift  that is in you, which was given to you through prophecy with the 

31 Pace E. Lohse, s.v. , in Th DNT, vol. 9, p. 429, who admits that the evidence 
is rabbinic and late, but argues “one may confi dently assume that Rabbinic ordination 
goes back earlier and that it must have arisen with the development of the scribes as 
a specifi c group,” in the second and fi rst centuries BCE. He argued the same way in 
his monograph Die Ordination, see, e.g., 64. 

32 Acts 6:5–6.
33 Acts 13:3.
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laying on of hands by the council of elders.”34 Th e same author urges 
his readers not to ordain (lay hands on) anyone hastily.35

Th e data quoted above from Acts and 1 Timothy refl ect a late fi rst-
century practice of the imposition of hands accompanying the ordina-
tion of Church offi  cers. However, this need not have been a custom 
that took place in all Christian communities. Th ere are no references 
to imposition of hands, for instance, in Paul and in the writings of the 
Apostolic Fathers.36 It is quite possible that at places the imposition of 
hands did not accompany the ordination of Church offi  cers.

Th e imposition of hands also accompanied benedictions,37 or prayers 
for healing,38 or the prayer for forgiveness and readmission of repen-
tant sinners to the fellowship of the Church. Th e author of the Acts 
of John describes the order of a eucharistic gathering in Ephesus in 
the following way: “Aft er John’s homily to the brethren, prayer and 
eucharist, and the laying on of hands on each person assembled. . . .”39 
It seems that aft er the celebration of the Eucharist the apostle blessed 
all members of the congregation by laying his hands on each of them. 
As narrated in the Acts of Peter, Peter prayed for an old woman, asked 
God to restore her sight and placed his hand upon her.40 Th e author of 
the Didascalia points out that the reacceptance of the fallen members 
was accompanied by the imposition of hands:

Th en aft erwards, as each of them repents and shows the fruits of repen-
tance, receive him to the prayer, as in the case of a heathen person: just 
as you fi rst baptize a heathen and receive him, so also lay hands on 
this man, while all are praying for him, and then bring him in and let 
him receive communion with the church. For him the imposition of the 
hand shall take the place of baptism: for whether it be by the imposition 
of hand, or by baptism, they then receive the communion of the Holy 
Spirit.41

34 1 Tim. 4:14.
35 1 Tim. 5:22.
36 Except in Barn. 13.5, where in accordance with Gen. 48:14 Jacob is said to have 

blessed Joseph’s sons by placing his hands on their heads.
37 Acta Th om. 29 (J.K. Elliott, p. 459); cf. Jos. Asen. 21.6.
38 For a Jewish example of such a prayer for healing with imposition of hands, see 

1QapGen 20.28–29. Christian examples occur in Mk. 5:23; 7:32 and Acts 9:12, 17, 
where the prayer is not mentioned but probably presupposed.

39 Acta Ioan. 46 (J.K. Elliott, p. 324).
40 Acta Petri 20 (J.K. Elliott, p. 413).
41 Did. ap. 2.40.
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Eusebius records that Dionysius of Alexandria, who opposed Cyprian 
on the issue of rebaptizing heretics (264 CE), claimed that there was 
an old, long-standing custom to readmit such people through a prayer 
combined with the laying on of hands.42

Hands were also laid on the heads of catechumens before they were 
dismissed from the communal gathering aft er they had been instructed: 
“When the teacher lays his hand on the catechumens aft er their prayer 
he should pray and dismiss them.”43 Such an imposition of hands also 
accompanied the daily exorcisms of catechumens.44 In Palestine, in the 
third century, Origen speaks of the imposition of hands as a procedure 
used by exorcists against unclean spirits.45

In all cases the laying on of hands on Christians accompanied a 
prayer. Th e prayer usually explained the blessing that was invoked 
from God for, and bestowed on, the person concerned; imposition of 
hands identifi ed the individual for whom the divine favour was asked. 
Since the prayer was said by the bishop or another offi  cer, the imposi-
tion of hands also symbolized the transferral of the blessing: the minis-
ter served as a sort of mediator between God and the person on whom 
hands were laid and the blessing was bestowed.46

With regard to the ordination rite in itself as practised in the early 
Church at the end of the fi rst century, it should be observed that there 
is no scholarly consensus concerning the origin of this rite either.47 
None of the theories given to account for the rise of this rite explains 
satisfactorily why the early Christians began to install their offi  cers 
through prayer and imposition of hands. Th e election and appoint-
ment of offi  cials (presidents, priests, etc.) in Graeco-Roman clubs and 

42 Euseb., HE 7.2.1.
43 Trad. ap. 19.1 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
44 Trad. ap. 20.3.
45 Or., Hom. Jos. 24.1.
46 Cypr., Ep. 9.2 (according to the numbering of the letters in ANF).
47 During the twentieth century various theories have been propounded to explain 

the origins of Christian ordination. E. Lohse and J. Behm asserted that Christian 
ordination was structured on the model of the ordination of the Jewish teacher, 
but fi lled with new meaning by early Christians. A. Ehrhardt conjectured that the 
Hebrew Scriptures directly infl uenced both the Jewish and Christian practice. E. Fer-
guson and C. Spicq argued that the Christian rite of ordination has an exclusively 
Christian origin. O. Bârlea compared the church disciplines of Jerusalem and Antioch 
and argued that they gradually infl uenced one another and were confl ated. Th e result 
was a harmonization of the two systems, as presented in the Apostolic Tradition. See 
Edward Kilmartin, “Ministry and Ordination in Early Christianity against a Jewish 
Background,” StLit 2 (1979), 42–69, esp. 43–45.
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associations may have been the general background for the ordina-
tion of clergy in the Christian communities, and a partial explanation 
of the emergence of Christian ordination rites, but consecration by 
imposition of hands is not a rite known from pagan associations. Th e 
possibility cannot be ruled out therefore that Numbers 8:10 or a Jew-
ish practice based on that passage played a role. According to Num-
bers 8:10, part of the consecration of the Levites was an imposition of 
hands. Th at Levites served as ministers in the Jerusalem temple and in 
synagogues in the fi rst century CE, is confi rmed by Luke 10:32; John 
1:19; 1QS 2.11; 4Q266 14.3–5; and 1QS 1.21–22.48 However, it cannot 
be ascertained whether Levites were ordained through the imposition 
of hands.49

Besides the passages in Acts and 1 Timothy discussed above, there 
are several other references to the ordination of offi  cers in early Church 
gatherings. At the end of the fi rst century Clement of Rome speaks 
about presbyters in the Corinthian church who had been appointed to 
the ministry by prominent members of the congregation, with the entire 
church giving its approval. In this case the clergy chose the candidates, 
whereas the congregation gave its consent.50 Th e Didache speaks about 
the election of local, sedentary bishops and deacons. Th ese positions 
had to be assigned to men worthy of the Lord and equipped with the 
required qualities. Th e congregation should not look down on them, 
but honour them along with the itinerant prophets and teachers.51

Tertullian provides little or no information about the ordination of 
offi  cers in the church at Carthage. However, he does blame the her-
etics for ordaining anybody at anytime within their communities.52

In the second century the consent of the whole community was 
necessary for the elected leaders to be able to minister in that com-

48 “Apart from their liturgical functions, the Levites’ duties consisted in administra-
tion in association with the lay leaders,” E. Schürer, G. Vermes, F. Millar, Th e History 
of the Jewish People in the Age of Jesus Christ, vol. 2 (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1979), 
251. 

49 4Q175 contains a blessing of the Levites, but without a reference to an imposition 
of hands. It may be of some relevance here that in Christian Greek and Latin from the 
4th century onwards at the latest, , levita and levites came to be synonymous 
with , diaconus, “deacon.” See PGL, s.v. ; Sidonius Apollinaris (5th 
century), Epistulae 9.2. In the Middle Ages the term levitae continued to be used for 
deacons; ODCC, s.v. “Levites.”

50 1 Clem. 44.3; Did. 15.1.
51 Did. 15.1–2.
52 Tert., Praescr. 41.6–8.
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munity. Th is continued to be the practice in the third century. Cyprian 
writes about the election of Cornelius to the bishopric in Rome.53 Dur-
ing these early centuries the community leaders were chosen by the 
whole congregation; the elections thus took place during communal 
gatherings. 

By the middle of the third century, it becomes clear again that ordi-
nation was accompanied by the laying on of hands, as it was at the 
end of the fi rst century (Acts, 1 Timothy). Th e Apostolic Tradition 
mentions various rites of ordination accompanied by the laying on of 
hands, all performed during the gatherings of the community. When 
a new bishop is ordained, the other bishops place their hands upon 
him:

With the assent of all, the bishops will place their hands upon him, with 
the council of elders standing by, quietly. Everyone will keep silent, pray-
ing in their hearts for the descent of the Spirit. Aft er this, one of the 
bishops present, at the request of all, shall lay his hand upon him who is 
being ordained bishop, and pray. . . .54

Th is is confi rmed by Cyprian who states that the rite of the ordination 
of bishops is based on divine teaching and apostolic observance and 
was followed by Christians in all provinces:

When an Episcopal appointment is to be duly solemnized, all the neigh-
bouring bishops in the same province convene for the purpose along 
with the people for whom the leader is to be appointed; the bishop is 
then selected in the presence of those people, for they are the ones who 
are acquainted most intimately with the way each man has lived his life 
and they had the opportunity thoroughly to observe his conduct and 
behaviour. And we note that this procedure was indeed observed in your 
own case when our colleague Sabinus was being appointed: the offi  ce 
of bishop was conferred upon him and hands were laid upon him in 
replacement of Basilides, following the verdict of the whole congrega-
tion and in conformity with the judgement of the bishops who had there 
convened with the congregation. . . .55

According to the Apostolic Tradition, imposition of hands was also 
necessary for an ordinary member of the Church to be ordained to the 
rank of deacon or presbyter.56 Eusebius records that Origen received 

53 Cypr., Ep. 55.8.4. Cf. Ep. 67.5.1.
54 Trad. ap. 2 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
55 Cypr., Ep. 67.5.1–2 (tra. G.W. Clarke).
56 Trad. ap. 7; 8.
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imposition of hands when he was promoted to the presbyterate in 
Caesarea.57 Th e ordination of a confessor to the rank of deacon or 
presbyter did not demand the imposition of hands because he had 
already been shown to possess the honour of a deacon or presbyter 
through the very act of his confession. For a confessor, imposition of 
hands was only necessary when he was ordained to the bishopric.58 Th e 
laying on of hands at ordinations was regarded as a gesture through 
which a blessing was bestowed on, or passed on to, the person who 
received ministerial responsibility in the Christian community.

3. Ritual footwashing and oil anointing

Th e practice of footwashing was an act of hospitality at banquets in 
Graeco-Roman society.59 It also served a practical purpose in terms 
of personal hygiene because, when people ate and drank reclining on 
couches, their feet had to be clean. In his Gospel Luke indicates that 
washing of feet was part of the customary hospitality surrounding a 
meal.60 Th e author of the Fourth Gospel presents Jesus washing the 
feet of his disciples as an expression of servitude.61 Slaves or women 
of the house in the Graeco-Roman world oft en performed this act of 
attentiveness.62 Th e early Christians followed this practice. 1 Timothy 
mentions footwashing as one of the requirements for a widow to fulfi l 
in order to be enrolled for service in the Church.63 Tertullian, too, 
records that Christian women washed the saints’ feet.64 Other Chris-
tian authors of the third century show that the washing of feet con-
tinued to be a part of the life of Christians and regard it as a sign of 
hospitality and as an expression of humble obligingness.65 Th e washing 

57 Euseb., HE 6.23.4:  ; 6.8.5:     
. 

58 Trad. ap. 8.1; 9.1.
59 Petr., Satyr. 31.3; Plut., Sept. sap. conv. 151e; Athen., Deipn. 4.168f; Tert., Cor. 8.3. 

Tertullian notices that when Jesus washed the disciples’ feet, he followed a customary 
practice of Graeco-Roman culture, a custom Christians in Tertullian’s time continued 
to observe.

60 Lk. 7:44.
61 Jn. 13:1–20.
62 Plato, Symposium 174e–175a; Petr., Satyr. 70.8; Clem. Al., Str. 4.123.1.
63 1 Tim. 5:9–10.
64 Tert., Ad ux. 2.4.
65 Or., Hom. Gen. 4.2; Hom. Isa. 6.3; Cypr., Ep. 14.2.
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of feet probably continued to be practised also in the evening gather-
ings, where it was necessary for practical reasons. Th ere is no evidence 
that this act was performed in the morning gatherings held by Chris-
tian communities.

In Luke’s story of Jesus attending a meal given by Simon, a Phari-
see, Jesus rebukes the host for failing to anoint Jesus’ head, kiss him 
and give him water for washing his feet.66 At Graeco-Roman banquets, 
anointing with odoriferous oil was a widespread practice.67 Th e oil 
functioned as perfume: it was sprinkled on the hair, and rubbed over 
the forehead and face, of the participants in the banquet. Th ey could 
do this themselves either before coming to the gathering or during 
it; it could also be done by a servant of the host.68 Th e host of a ban-
quet could do his guests a special favour by off ering them the anoint-
ing oil.

To mark the importance of certain moments in their communal life, 
Christians, too, practised oil anointing in their gatherings. Th e most 
common use of oil anointing was at baptism and during the rituals of 
healing the sick. Th ere is very little evidence for the use of ointment at 
the communal meals and symposia of Christians in the fi rst and sec-
ond centuries. Th is is probably due to the modest social status of many 
Christian congregations. In the Graeco-Roman world, it was especially 
at the banquets of well-to-do people that anointment with odoriferous 
oil, an expensive substance, took place. Among Christians the practice 
does not seem to have expanded enormously.

According to the Apostolic Tradition, a priest anointed those who 
were baptized directly before and directly aft er baptism; subsequently, 
the bishop anointed the newly baptized for a third time to mark the 
moment of their admission to the Eucharist: “Aft er this, pouring the 
sanctifi ed oil from his hand and putting it on his head, he [the bishop] 
shall say: “I anoint you with holy oil in God the Father Almighty and 

66 Lk. 7:44–46.
67 Petr., Satyr. 28. Trimalchio appears at the supper with much anointing oil poured 

over him; Jos., Ant. 19.358. Aft er the death of Agrippa I the residents of Caesarea con-
ducted banquets at which the participants reclined with crowns and anointed them-
selves with oil; Cic., Verr. 3.25 “. . . in the middle of Apronius’ banquet [convivium], 
while Apronius in the meantime was rubbing his head and face with ointment.” See 
also Jos., Ant. 19.239; Mart. 3.12.4; Athen., Deipn. 15.688 and following.

68 Pouring the perfume over someone’s feet was regarded as extravagant luxury 
and, consequently, as an extraordinary mark of respect. Petr., Satyr. 70.8; Lk. 7:38; 
Jn. 12:3.
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Christ Jesus and the Holy Spirit.”69 Cyprian seems to testify to a simi-
lar practice:

It is through the Eucharist that the oil with which the baptized are 
anointed is sanctifi ed upon the altar. But someone who has had neither 
altar nor Church could not sanctify the material substance of oil. It fol-
lows that neither can there be any spiritual anointing among heretics, 
since it is manifest that oil cannot possibly be sanctifi ed and the Eucha-
rist celebrated among them.70

In the second century Christians began to gather on Sunday before 
dawn. By the end of that century this practice of meeting early in the 
morning spread throughout the whole week. In the course of the third 
century the morning gatherings became even more important than 
the gatherings in the evening. For practical purposes, the customs of 
footwashing before the meal and oil anointing before or during the 
meal, which may have played some (albeit a modest) role at Christian 
banquets in the evening, were not performed in the morning gather-
ings. Th e reason for this must have been a practical one: during their 
morning gatherings Christians did not recline and the morning cer-
emony was more austere and much more restricted by time limits than 
the evening meeting. Th e oil anointing kept its place mainly as part of 
baptismal ceremonies.

4. Collections, almsgiving and offerings

Since early times Christians attached great value to collecting material 
as well as fi nancial gift s during their communal gatherings. Financial 
collections were held to sustain churches in other regions as well as 
to support the ministry of traveling apostles and other preachers. Paul 
mentions the collection he held in the Corinthian church for the Jew-
ish Christians in Jerusalem. He urges the Corinthian Christians to put 
aside money on the fi rst day of every week but this does not mean 
that a collection took place during the communal gathering.71 Paul 
simply wanted his addressees to put money aside and keep it safe till 

69 Trad. ap. 21.22 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
70 Cypr., Ep. 70.2 (ANF).
71 N.H. Young, “ ‘Th e Use of Sunday for Meetings of Believers in the New Testa-

ment’: a Response,” NovT 45 (2003), 111–122, esp. 112–114.
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his arrival when he would come to collect it.72 In this way he would 
probably receive more money for Jerusalem than if, on his coming, he 
had to content himself with the money people would happen to have 
available without having saved any prior to his arrival.

Paul also makes mention of the collections of the Christian commu-
nity in Corinth in support of his ministry.73 It is probable that Chris-
tians, both in Corinth and elsewhere, saved up money for this purpose 
at home and occasionally brought the result to the communal gather-
ing on Sunday to deliver it to the people for whom it was intended. 
Th is would either have been for an apostle, another preacher, and rep-
resentatives of another Christian congregation, or envoys who were 
sent to a congregation in need in order to transfer the fi nancial aid. 
Th is custom of churches supporting each other is refl ected in the let-
ter of bishop Dionysius of Corinth to the church in Rome (ca. 170 
CE). Dionysius praises the Roman Christians for sending “from the 
beginning, fi nancial contributions to many churches in every city” and 
for providing for their brothers toiling in the mines. Th us they have 
observed an ancestral Roman custom. According to Dionysius, the 
Roman bishop Soter maintained and enlarged this custom by gener-
ously providing abundant supplies from the church in Rome to God’s 
people all over the Roman Empire.74

Another type of collecting and distributing funds in the early Chris-
tian communities was the giving of alms to those who could not pro-
vide for their daily needs. Th e custom of collecting funds for helping 
the poor in Christian churches probably goes back to the practice of 
certain clubs and associations in the Graeco-Roman world, especially 
the collegia tenuiorum (associations of the poor), which met periodi-
cally for a common meal and collected regular dues. Local branches of 
the community of Pythagoreans exercised charity, for instance, in the 
form of mutual fi nancial support between their members.75 Other soci-
eties provided meals for their poorer members, off ered fi nancial help to 
fellow-members who urgently needed it, and secured the proper burial 
of their members. In Amisus (Asia Minor), Emperor Trajan permit-
ted the existence of charity societies ( ) because “they used their 

72 1 Cor. 16:1–3.
73 2 Cor. 8:1–15; 9:1–15.
74 Euseb., HE 4.23.10.
75 H. Bolkestein, Wohltätigkeit und Armenpfl ege im vorchristlichen Altertum (Gron-

ingen: Bouma, 1967), 239.
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fi nancial contributions not for riotous and unlawful assemblies, but 
to relieve cases of hardship among the poor.”76 Many of such associa-
tions had wealthy patrons who provided funds and other resources for 
poorer people, presided over their meetings and sometimes hosted the 
association in their house. Tertullian deliberately describes the collec-
tions in Christian communities in terms that make them recognizable 
to outsiders who were acquainted with fundraising in “associations of 
the poor” and burial clubs.77

Th e practice of charity and poor relief was adopted by Christian 
communities and probably became more usual in the second century. 
It is alluded to in some passages in the letters of Ignatius. Ignatius 
insists that widows should not be neglected and Christians who are 
slaves should not desire to be freed at the church’s expense.78 Else-
where he contends that the heretics have no concern for widows, 
orphans, oppressed, prisoners, and released.79 Th e heretics abstain 
from the communal gatherings and thus fail to engage in acts of love 
towards the underprivileged and needy.80 

Some decades later Justin Martyr explicitly mentions the weekly 
collections in the gatherings of Christians:

Th ose who prosper, and so wish, contribute what each thinks fi t; and 
what is collected is deposited with the president, who takes care of the 
orphans and widows and those who, on account of sickness or any other 
cause, are in want, and those who are in bonds and the strangers who are 
sojourners among us, and in a word takes care of all who are in need.81

Justin’s account of how money for the needy was collected is perhaps 
somewhat biased by his apologetic motives. He states that only rich 
members (  ) of the Christian community make dona-
tions and do so in accordance with their own wish. Th ere is no fi xed 
or expected amount to be given. Each donor determines the amount 
of his gift  himself. Th e president of the Christian congregation receives 

76 Plin., Ep. 10.93, quoted by Bolkestein, p. 470: “Es müssen also jedenfalls in Klei-
nasien Vereine bestanden haben, die sich mit Armenpfl ege beschäft igten.”

77 Tert., Apol. 39.5–6. J.P. Waltzing, Tertullien. Apologétique. Commentaire (Paris: 
Les belles lettres, 1931), 250.

78 Ign., Pol. 4.1, 3.
79 Ign., Smyr. 6.2.
80 Ign., Smyr. 7.1.
81 Just., 1 Apol. 67.6–7 (tra. L.W. Barnard, adapted). 
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and keeps the money and also distributes it to the people in need. Th e 
needy are orphans, widows, sick, prisoners and strangers. However, it 
is unlikely that the bishop alone took care of all these people. Accord-
ing to the Pastor Hermae, the task of administering the congregation’s 
help to the destitute was assigned to deacons. Hermas makes mention 
of deacons who abused their responsibilities and profi ted themselves 
from what should have been given to the widows and orphans.82 Justin 
seems to exaggerate the spontaneity of the donors and their eagerness 
to give, and to simplify the picture as a whole for easy reference.

Just like Justin, Tertullian gives a description of Christian charity:

Even if there is a chest of a sort, it is not made up of money paid in 
entrance-fees, as if religion were a matter of contract. Every man once 
a month brings some modest coin—or whenever he wishes, and only if 
he does wish, and if he can; for nobody is compelled; it is a voluntary 
off ering. You might call them the trust funds of piety. For they are not 
spent upon banquets nor drinking parties nor thankless eating-houses; 
but to feed the poor and to bury them, for boys and girls who lack 
property and parents, and then for slaves grown old and shipwrecked 
mariners; and any who may be in the mines, islands or prisons, provided 
that, for the sake of God’s school, they become the benefi ciaries of their 
confession.83

Still more emphatically than Justin, Tertullian stresses here the vol-
untary character of the donations made in the assemblies of Chris-
tians. He compares the way Christians spend their communal fi nances 
with the way pagan people spend money on lavish banquets, in order 
to accentuate the charitable character of the Christian distribution 
of funds. Tertullian also mentions the frequency with which people 
donate money to the congregation’s treasury: they do so once a month 
or as oft en as they want to do so.

From the beginning the Christians could bring diff erent types of 
food as provision for their common meals. Bread and wine soon 
became the main components of the eucharistic meal. In light of Luke 
24:42 (“a piece of broiled fi sh”) and John 21:9 (“fi sh and bread”; cf. 
6:9), it is most likely that the menu of the early Christian communal 

82 Herm., Sim. 9.26.2.
83 Tert., Apol. 39.5–6 (tra. T.R. Glower, adapted).
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supper could also include fi sh.84 Other food was also off ered to God 
and eaten by the participants.85

Th ere was a widespread custom in the Graeco-Roman world for 
participants in religious cults to bring fi rst-fruit off erings to their sanc-
tuaries. Th ey could bring there a little of everything which the seasons 
brought; seasonal gift s such as ears of corn, or bread, fi gs and olives, 
grapes, wine, honey and milk. Such gift s dedicated in small shrines 
were a favourite theme of Hellenistic epigrams.86 Th e gift s were partly 
sacrifi ced to the god(s) and partly consumed by the priests as well as 
perhaps other offi  cers. 

In the third century a similar practice came into use in Christian 
congregations. Members brought various kinds of food to the church 
gathering and off ered them to the bishop. Subsequently, the food was 
partly reserved for consumption by members of the clergy and partly 
distributed to the poor members of the congregation. In his treatise 
On Works and Alms, Cyprian rebukes a rich woman who came to the 
Sunday gathering of the church without any sacrifi ce and instead ate 
at the Lord’s Supper food which poorer people had off ered for the 
needy.87

Th e author of the Didascalia devotes one chapter to the issue of how 
people should honour their bishop through their off erings. Th en the 
author explains how people should present their off erings and how the 
bishop should proceed to distribute them with care:

Th erefore, present your off erings to the bishop, either you yourselves, or 
through the deacons; and when he has received them, he will distribute 
them justly. For the bishop is well acquainted with those who are in dis-
tress, and he dispenses and gives to each what is appropriate; in the way 

84 Cf., e.g., R.E. Brown, Th e Gospel according to John (New York: Doubleday, 1970), 
1073, on John 21:9: “the author wished to illustrate the theme of unity at a sacral 
meal. . . .” Fish is mentioned as eucharistic food in the Inscription of Abercius (ca. 200 
CE). It is also oft en found in combination with bread and wine in second and third-
century paintings of the refrigerium (heavenly meal) in Christian catacombs.

85 Cf. Trad. ap. 5; 6. Here oil, cheese and olives are off ered as part of a eucharistic 
meal.

86 Walter Burkert, Greek Religion (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1985), 66–67.

87 Cypr., Op. eleem. 15: “Locuples et dives es et dominicum celebrare te credis, quae 
corban omnino non respicis, quae in dominicum sine sacrifi cio venis, quae partem de 
sacrifi cio, quod pauper optulit, sumis.”
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one person will not receive several times over on the same day or the 
same week, while another does not receive even a small amount.88

People provided the bishop with material necessaries of life. Subse-
quently, he redistributed them to deacons, widows, orphans, poor 
people and travellers:

As then you have undertaken the burden of all, so also ought you to 
receive from all your people the ministration of food and clothing, 
and of other things needful. And so again, from the same gift s that are 
given you by the people which is under your charge, do you nourish 
the deacons and widows and orphans, and those who are in want, and 
strangers.89

In addition to assisting the poor and needy, the congregation had to 
provide for the ministers of the Church. On a limited scale, this had 
already been so in the fi rst century. In 1 Corinthians 9, Paul defends 
the right of an apostle to receive material support from the church 
in which he is working. In Galatians 6:6 he insists that Christians 
“who are taught the word must share in all good things with their 
teacher.” According to Q,90 “the workman is worthy of his hire,” a 
saying probably meant to express the idea that travelling preachers 
who proclaimed the gospel should get their living from those to whom 
they proclaimed it. Didache 13.1 applies this rule to itinerant as well as 
sedentary clergy: “Every true prophet who wishes to stay with you is 
worthy of his keep, just as a true teacher is also, like a worker, worthy 
of his keep.” According to 1 Timothy 5:17–18, “presbyters who do well 
as leaders should be reckoned worthy of a double stipend.”91 

During the second century it gradually became common practice 
for clergy to engage themselves full time in the Church’s work, while 
the number of communal gatherings increased. Whereas in the fi rst 
century the Sunday evening meal and gathering was the only assembly 
in the week, in the second century the weekly gatherings proliferated 
and came to be held, besides on Sunday evening, on Sunday morning 

88 Did. ap. 2.27 (tra. Sebastian Brock). It seems that in the third century there was 
a centralized system of distributing material help in Christian congregations in order 
to avoid abuse. Th is was done in the context of the Christian gathering, probably, at 
the end of the service. However, personal distribution of alms was also practised; see, 
e.g., Herm., Sim. 5.3.7.

89 Did. ap. 2.25 (tra. H.R. Connolly).
90 Lk. 10:7; Mt. 10:10.
91 On the whole topic, see A.E. Harvey, “‘Th e Workman is Worthy of His Hire,’” 

NovT 24 (1982), 209–221.



274 chapter seven

and, at some places, on more or even all other mornings of the week. 
Th is made it all the more necessary for clergy to receive material 
support from the members of the congregation in which they were 
working. 

Th ird-century Christian authors unanimously declare that the faith-
ful have to support the clergy. Th e Apostolic Tradition specifi es which 
fruits and vegetables the members of a Church are supposed to off er to 
the bishop.92 Th e Didascalia attests the same practice: the faithful have 
to set apart special off erings and tithes that were destined to be used 
by the clergy.93 Cyprian, too, expects Christians to give their tithes 
to support the priests and to enable them to perform their ministry 
without having to do other work for their living.94 Finally, Origen 
wants the members of the Christian community to provide for the 
priests and give them a share of the crops from their gardens, fi elds 
and orchards.95

In the third century, besides food and money off erings (as men-
tioned above), Christians were also expected to give tithes, that is, 
one-tenth of their income, to the Church. In discussing the necessity 
for clergy to serve full time at God’s altar, Cyprian points out that 
in order to enable them to do so, the other Christians have to bring 
their tithes and off erings.96 Th e Didascalia off ers a somewhat strange 
justifi cation of the believers’ duty to cede one-tenth of all their income: 
“Set apart special off erings and tithes and fi rst-fruits for Christ the true 
high priest, and for his ministers, as tithes of salvation; for the begin-
ning of his name is given by the number ten.”97 It looks as if Church 
leaders could avail themselves of any argument to justify their wish to 
be provided for fi nancially and materially and to perform their cleri-
cal activities without being hampered by labour or other professional 
duties.

92 Trad. ap. 31.
93 Did. ap. 2.26.
94 Cypr., Ep. 1.1.1–2; Unit. eccl. 26.
95 Or., Hom. Jos. 17.3; Hom. Num. 11.2.2.
96 Cypr., Ep. 1.1.1–2; Unit. eccl. 26.
97 Did. ap. 2.26. Th e fi rst letter of the name of Jesus, in Syriac Y and in Greek I, has 

the numerical value of ten.



 other ritual actions in the gatherings 275

5. Healing and exorcism

Healing and exorcism were part of several pagan religious cults in the 
Graeco-Roman world. Literary sources provide a wealth of information 
about healers and exorcists who claimed to be able to cure sick and 
possessed people by reciting formulas and performing ritual actions.98 
In the Hellenistic world, healings and exorcisms were widespread phe-
nomena, not only among pagans, but also among Jews.99

Healings and exorcisms performed by early Christians carried on 
the practices in this fi eld in Graeco-Roman culture at large. Th ey took 
place mostly in the context of missionary activity and were oft en per-
formed to convert or to impress unbelievers.100 In the fi rst, second and 
third centuries, however, these acts were sometimes performed in the 
context of Christian gatherings.

Paul observes that in the Christian gatherings some members have 
gift s of healing. It is most likely that these gift s of healing, just like the 
other gift s Paul mentions as conducive to the community’s edifi cation 
and unity, were put into practice during the communal gathering.101 
Luke narrates the raising of Eutychus, who was picked up dead aft er 
falling from a third story window while listening to Paul; this took 
place during a communal gathering.102 

Th e Acts of Peter contain various accounts of healings performed 
by Peter in the context of Christian gatherings. For instance, during a 
Christian community meeting in Rome, Peter heals a blind woman in 
the house of Marcellus.103 Peter performs another healing at the end of 
the same gathering aft er the prayers of the ninth hour. In this case sev-
eral blind widows ask Peter to restore their sight. Peter instructs them 
about the necessity of believing in Christ as a prerequisite to receiving 
healing. Subsequently, the community prays and the widows regain 
their sight. Th e episode is concluded by Peter giving praise to God.104 

 98 See, e.g., Xenophon, Ephesian Tales 1.5; Plut., Quaest. conv. 7.706e; Luc., Lover 
of Lies 16; Philostr., Vita Apol. 2.4; 3.38; 4.4, 20, 25, 44.

 99 Acts 13:6; 19:14; Jos., Ant. 8.46–49.
100 For healing accounts see Acts 3:6–10; 5:12–16; 9:32–35; Acta Petri 29; 31; Acta 

Ioan. 19–25; 30–37. For exorcisms, see Acts 8:7; 16:16–18; Acta Petri 11; Acta Andr. 5 
(in Gregory of Tours’ Epitome, J.K. Elliott, pp. 273–274). 

101 1 Cor. 12:9, 28, 30.
102 Acts 20:7–12.
103 Acta Petri 20–21 (J.K. Elliott, pp. 413–414).
104 Acta Petri 21 (J.K. Elliott, pp. 414–415).
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Th e Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, which probably contain second-
century material in a fourth-century redaction, present Peter perform-
ing several healings in gatherings of Christians.105 Tertullian notices, 
not without aversion, that in the gatherings of “heretics” women per-
form exorcisms and healings.106 Th e author of the Apostolic Tradition 
points out that those members of a church who possess the gift  of heal-
ing and are ordained to some offi  ce, do not need to receive an imposi-
tion of hands, since through the healings they perform, it is already 
obvious that the Spirit works in them.107 From the data adduced it may 
probably be concluded that in the third century healings continued to 
take place in Church services.

In the third century exorcism was usually part of pre-baptismal 
and baptismal ceremonies.108 According to the Apostolic Tradition, 
however, catechumens underwent exorcism daily in the gathering 
in which they heard the gospel and were instructed in the basics of 
the Christian faith: “From the time they [the catechumens] are set 
apart, a hand is laid on them daily whilst they are exorcised.”109 In this 
passage the author does not say precisely which minister performed 
these daily exorcisms, but in the previous section the author explains 
that the catechumens are dismissed with an imposition of hands by 
“the instructor, whether he is a member of the clergy or a layman.” 
Th e daily exorcism may also have been performed, therefore, by the 
instructor, either a clergyman or a layman.110 Origen makes mention 
of the numerous invocations pronounced by Christian exorcists, prob-
ably over catechumens in Christian gatherings.111 According to bishop 
Cornelius (251–253 CE), there were no less than fi ft y-two exorcists in 
the church of Rome in his days.112 Th e large number of these exorcists 
most likely confi rms the information given by the Apostolic Tradition 
according to which the catechumens had to be exorcized daily.

105 Ps.-Clem., Hom. 8.24; 9.23.
106 Tert., Praescr. 41.5.
107 Trad. ap. 14.
108 Trad. ap. 20.8; Or., Hom. Ex. 8.4; Cypr., Ep. 69.15.2.
109 Trad. ap. 20.3 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
110 Trad. ap. 19.2.
111 Or., Hom. Jos. 24.1.
112 Euseb., HE 6.43.8.
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. Liturgical acclamations and doxologies

In the accounts of early Christian gatherings one oft en comes across 
short, standardized phrases that were uttered as liturgical exclamations 
by participants in those gatherings. Most of these formulaic phrases 
are of Hebrew or Aramaic origin and must go back to Jewish Chris-
tian prayer forms, some of them (but not all) to pre-Christian Jewish 
prayer tradition. However, some of the exclamations are Greek and 
may be Christian in origin, although they have sometimes been traced 
back to pagan tradition. It is true that acclamations were widely used 
in the Graeco-Roman world, both in cultic and other settings.113 Cul-
tic associations used acclamations during their banquets. Th e record 
of the proceedings of the association of the Iobacchoi, for instance, 
shows that the participants expressed their approval through certain 
acclamations, introduced in the text by ( ).114 In general, 
the phenomenon of exclamations by Christians in their gatherings 
was in accordance with the use of exclamations in the wider Graeco-
Roman world;115 however, their wording refl ects Jewish and Christian 
traditions.

In the fi rst three centuries of the Church, when the eucharistic lit-
urgy had not yet taken defi nite shape, spontaneous acclamations rep-
resented the active part that the participants played in the communal 
gathering.116 Although literary accounts of Christian gatherings con-
tain many examples of acclamations and exclamations, it is sometimes 
diffi  cult to see how exactly they were used. In this section the following 
liturgical exclamations will be considered: Amen, Hosanna, Alleluia, 
Maranatha, Kyrie eleison and Anô (hymôn) tas kardias/Anô ton noun. 
Th e fi rst four acclamations are of Hebrew or Aramaic origin; at fi rst, 
they were used by Jewish members of the earliest Christian communi-
ties and then taken over by Greek speaking Christians. Besides these 
Hebrew and Aramaic exclamations, purely Greek expressions like 
Kyrie eleison and Anô (hymôn) tas kardias/Anô ton noun came into 
practice. Later on formulas like Sursum corda and others117 came into 

113 Charlotte Roueché, “Acclamation in the Later Roman Empire: New Evidence 
from Aphrodisias,” JRS 74 (1984), 181–189, esp. 181–183.

114 J. Kirchner (ed.), Inscriptiones Graecae II2 I, 1–2, n. 1368, line 24.
115 Grant Sperry-White, “Acclamations,” in EEC, vol. 1, p. 10.
116 E. Werner, Sacred Bridge, vol. 1 (London: Dennis Dobson, 1959), 264.
117 Dominus vobiscum, Oremus, Gratias agamus Deo Domino nostro.
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use in areas where Latin was the language of the Christian churches, 
many of them as translations from the Greek.

Th e most frequently used acclamation among early Christians is the 
Hebrew word Amen. Th is acclamation had been used in gatherings 
of Jewish communities for a long time past; it served to express the 
audience’s consent with a speaker’s utterance.118 Th e earliest Christians 
being Jews used it and passed it on as a liturgical expression to gentile 
believers. Early Christians used Amen in three diff erent ways: as an 
affi  rmative response to the prayer of another Christian; as a response 
in worship; and as the conclusion of a doxology.119

Paul warns the Corinthian Christians that “if you say a blessing 
with the Spirit, how can anyone in the position of an outsider say the 
‘Amen’ to your thanksgiving, since the outsider does not know what 
you are saying?”120 From this passage it can be inferred that Amen 
could be used as a communal exclamation to express consent to the 
prayer of another person during the Christian aft er-supper assembly. 

Th e exclamatory Amen was also used during and in response to the 
eucharistic prayers. Justin Martyr in his fi rst Apology signals this use 
and explains the word Amen: “When he [the president] has concluded 
the prayers and thanksgivings, all the people express their assent by 
saying Amen. Th is word Amen answers in the Hebrew language to 

 [so be it].”121 According to the Didache, the person who pre-
sided over the Eucharist was supposed to use Amen at the end of the 
concluding prayer.122 Tertullian observes that during the Eucharist 
Christians say Amen on receiving the holy food.123 

In the middle of the third century, prayers were oft en concluded 
with Amen; thus, for instance, aft er the prayer for a bishop’s ordina-
tion, or the eucharistic prayer for the blessing of bread and wine, or for 
the blessing of cheese and olives.124 In accordance with what Tertullian 
says on the subject, the participant in the eucharistic meal said Amen 
personally on receiving the elements.125

118 Deut. 27:15–26; Neh. 5:13; 8:6; 1 Chron. 16:36; Tob. 8:8. See also 1QS 1.20; 2.10, 
18; Mishnah, Ber. 5.4; Taan. 2.5. 

119 J.M. Ross, “Amen,” ExpT 102 (1990–1991), 166–171, esp. 168.
120 1 Cor. 14:16.
121 Just., 1 Apol. 65.3; cf. 67.7.
122 Did. 10.6.
123 Tert., Spect. 25.5. See also Acta Th om. 29.
124 Trad. ap. 3; 4; 6.
125 Trad. ap. 21.36.



 other ritual actions in the gatherings 279

Besides Amen, there are two other Hebrew words that were used as 
a congregational response by early Christians: Hosanna and Alleluia.126 
“Hosanna to the God of David” occurs in Didache 10.6 at the end of 
the eucharistic meal, where it precedes the invitation: “If anyone is 
holy, let him come; if anyone is not, let him repent.” Th is restricted 
invitation seems to point to the prayers which followed the fi nal prayer 
pronounced by the leader of the meal. Aft er this fi nal prayer there 
followed an open situation with the possibility for the participants to 
utter liturgical exclamations.127 Th e acclamation Hosanna later became 
a more or less fi xed element of the eucharistic prayer, for instance in 
the Anaphora of Addai and Mari and the Liturgy of Chrysostom.

Th e Hebrew word Alleluia128 was used by Jews as an expression of 
praise to God and was also adopted by early Christians, albeit untrans-
lated, for expressing joy and gratitude. Th e author of Revelation uses 
Alleluia in his description of the heavenly liturgy and this may refl ect 
its use in the gatherings of Christians at moments when they wanted 
to give praise to God.129 Tertullian confi rms this use of Alleluia in the 
Christian gathering:

Th e more conscientious in prayer are accustomed to append to their 
prayers Alleluia and such manner of psalms, so that those who are pres-
ent may respond with the endings of them. And it is certainly an excel-
lent custom to present, like a rich oblation, a prayer fattened with all that 
conduces to setting forth the dignity and honour of God.130

Th e use of Alleluia during the celebration of Eucharist is attested in 
the Apostolic Tradition. Before the blessing is said over the cup and 
bread is distributed, the bishop recites a psalm appropriate to the cup 
and all members of the community respond with Alleluia.131 Here 
the congregation’s acclamation of Alleluia is clearly inspired by the 
psalms with Alleluia that were recited by the bishop and other clergy 

126 For Hosanna, see Ps. 118 (Hebrew), 25a: “Save, we beseech Th ee.” As part of the 
Hallel (Ps. 113–118, recited at many Jewish festivals), this expression must have been 
well known to many Jews.

127 Dieter-Alex Koch, “Th e Eucharistic Prayers in Didache 9 and 10 and the Riddle 
of Didache 10:6,” in Abstracts of the Society of Biblical Literature Annual Meeting in 
San Diego, CA, November 17–20, 2007 (San Diego: SBL, 2007), 265.

128 “Praise Jahwe.” Oft en in the Psalms, e.g., Ps. 104 (105):1, where the LXX has 
.

129 Rev. 19:1, 3, 4.
130 Tert., Or. 27.17.
131 Trad. ap. 25.
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as framework of the eucharistic celebration. Th ese psalms were prob-
ably taken from the biblical Psalter: Psalms 111–117, 106, 135 (LXX 
110–118, 106, 135).

At the close of 1 Corinthians Paul uses the Aramaic phrase  
, “Our Lord, come.”132 It seems fairly certain that this phrase is an 

invocation addressed to Christ. Similar expressions are found in the 
book of Revelation, whereas the Didache uses exactly the same formula 
in the prayer that concludes the celebration of the Lord’s Supper.133 
Th e use of an Aramaic phrase   can only be satisfactorily 
explained on the basis of its regular use in some early communities in 
Palestine in which Aramaic was spoken; it is hard to imagine why Paul 
would use this phrase in a letter addressed to Greek speaking Chris-
tians if it were not yet a traditional Christian exclamation.

Greek speaking Christians introduced short Greek liturgical phrases 
such as   (“Lord, have mercy”) and  ( )  

 (“Lift  up your hearts”). Th e origins of the use of the phrase 
  are pre-Christian. It has been suggested that this expres-

sion was used in the Graeco-Roman emperor cult.134 However, there 
is no convincing proof of that. In the fi rst place, as a prayer,  

 also occurs in pagan Greek outside the emperor cult.135 In the 
second place, and more importantly, it occurs in such Psalms as 40 
(41):4, 10; cf. 9:13; 29 (30):10; 85 (86):3; 122 (123):3. It is most prob-
able that Christians adopted   from the Jewish prayer 
tradition as a short supplication at the end of the eucharistic prayer. 
Th e existence of this formulaic prayer is clear in the liturgies of the 
fourth century.136 Egeria attests the use of this acclamation in the 
lighting of lamps ceremony during vespers in Jerusalem.137 Th e same 
prayer occurs in the liturgical sections of the Apostolic Constitutions.138 
Although the earliest evidence comes from the fourth century, it is 

132 1 Cor. 16:22.
133 Rev. 22:20; Did. 10.6.
134 Franz Dölger, Sol Salutis. Gebet und Gesang im christlichen Altertum (Münster: 

Aschendorff , 1925), 77–82.
135 Epict. 2.7.12. 
136 John Baldovin, Th e Urban Character of Christian Worship (Rome: Pontifi cum 

Institutum Studiorum Orientalium, 1987), 242.
137 Itin. Eg. 24.5.
138 Const. ap. 8.6–10, in 8.6.4 with reference to prayer for catechumens. As a prayer 

before the collect in the Liturgy of James (ed. B.-Ch. Mercier, p. 166.16) and aft er the 
alleluia (ib., p. 170.19); see G.W.H. Lampe, PGL, s.v. .
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probable that   was used as a liturgical formula in Chris-
tian assemblies as early as the third century.

Another liturgical exclamation was  ( )  ,139 rec-
ognizable as underlying the Sahidic version of Traditio apostolica 4. It 
served as an introduction to the liturgical dialogue that preceded the 
eucharistic prayer:

Th e Lord be with you. And all reply: And with your spirit. Th e bishop 
says: Lift  up your hearts. Th e people respond: We have them with 
the Lord. Th e bishop says: Let us give thanks to the Lord. Th e people 
respond: It is proper and just.140

According to this passage in the Apostolic Tradition, the bishop pro-
nounced this acclamation and people resounded it. It was probably an 
invitation, addressed to the people, to rise and prepare for the eucha-
ristic prayer and for receiving the elements. Cyprian explains the rea-
son why this liturgical exclamation was used:

Moreover, when we stand praying, beloved brethren, we ought to be 
watchful and earnest with our whole heart, intent on our prayers. Let 
all carnal and worldly thoughts pass away, nor let the soul at that time 
think on anything but the object only of its prayer. For this reason also 
the priest, by way of preface before his prayer, prepares the minds of the 
brethren by saying, “Lift  up your hearts,” [sursum corda] that so upon 
the people’s response, “We lift  them up unto the Lord,” [Habemus ad 
Dominum] he may be reminded that he himself ought to think of noth-
ing but the Lord.141

Th e Latin phrase sursum corda translates the Greek  ( )  
, also in Traditio apostolica 4.

Other fi xed acclamations that were used in the early Christian 
assemblies are doxologies. Doxologies are short liturgical formulas 
that basically ascribe glory to God, the Son and/or the Holy Spirit. 
Early Christian writings contain many diff erent types of doxologies, 
for example, in 1 Clement: “Jesus Christ, through whom be glory and 
majesty, might and honour to him, both now and forever and ever. 
Amen.”142 Doxologies usually contain four main elements: the men-
tion of God, Christ or the Spirit; the mention of specifi c attributes 

139 In Const. ap. 8.12.5 it appears as   , in the Liturgy of James as  
  , in the Liturgy of Chrysostom as    .

140 Trad. ap. 4.3 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes).
141 Cypr., Or. Dom. 31 (tra. Ernest Wallis in ANF).
142 1 Clem. 64.2.
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ascribed to them; a formula expressing that the glory ascribed to God 
etc. pertains to him forever and a concluding Amen. Th e fact that dox-
ologies are found both within and at the end of early Christian writings 
suggests that they were used in a similar way to conclude a liturgical 
sequence in Christian gatherings.143 Th is seems to be confi rmed by 
the fact that doxologies are used to conclude prayers off ered in Chris-
tian services.144 Further evidence for the liturgical use of doxologies 
comes from Tertullian and the Apostolic Tradition. Tertullian warns 
his readers that Christians cannot cry out loud “forever and ever” at 
the gladiatorial fi ghts and use the same words for God and Christ in 
an assembly of Christians.145 According to the Apostolic Tradition, the 
bishop who ordains another bishop in a eucharistic gathering on Sun-
day, concludes his prayer with the following doxology: “Th rough your 
child Jesus Christ, through whom be glory and might and honour to 
you, with the Holy Spirit in the holy church, now and to the ages of 
the ages. Amen.”146

Th e use of various short, more or less fi xed, formulas in the context 
of Christian gatherings in the fi rst three centuries had its analogy in 
the use of such formulas in religious contexts in the wider Graeco-
Roman world. By using acclamations, members of a Christian congre-
gation reacted to the actions that were taking place during the meeting. 
On the one hand, acclamations were used during the celebration of 
a common meal when a community wanted to respond to what the 
leader of the session said and did. On the other hand, acclamations 
were responses to prayers, the reading of psalms, or the sermons of 
the persons conducting the meeting. Liturgical acclamations helped 
to keep the communication between the leaders of a community and 
its members going and allowed the latter to participate actively in the 
ceremony.

143 2 Clem. 20.5; Rom. 11:36; 1 Tim. 1:7; 1 Clem. 20.12.
144 Rev. 10:2; Did. 10.2. 
145 Tert., Spect. 25.
146 Trad. ap. 3.6 (tra. A. Stewart-Sykes). It should perhaps be observed that such 

doxologies are weak spots in the textual tradition of ancient texts and liable to change 
and expansion in the process of textual transmission.
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Conclusions

Besides the meal, the reading of authoritative texts, preaching, singing 
and prayer, there was a variety of actions in the communal gathering 
of early Christians, which, in the course of time, became fi xed ritual 
acts: the holy kiss, the laying on of hands, footwashing, anointing, col-
lections of money and off erings of food, liturgical acclamations, exor-
cisms and healings. Th ese actions made up the course of the gatherings 
in the fi rst centuries of the Christian Church. Christians practised these 
rituals in a way comparable to how the same or similar ritual acts were 
performed at banquets held by Graeco-Roman clubs and associations. 
With time, some of the Christian practices were abandoned in the 
morning gatherings, whereas others came to be heavily ritualized.





GENERAL CONCLUSIONS

Th e aim of this study was to give a reconstruction of the earliest his-
tory of the Christian gathering. Th e main objective was to trace the 
origins of the early Christian gathering within the context of the Medi-
terranean culture during the fi rst century CE. Th e second purpose was 
to examine the development of the Christian gathering during the fi rst 
two and a half centuries of its existence, as well as the main com-
ponents of which it comprised. Th e results of the research described 
above may be summarized as follows.

1. Th e weekly gathering of the early Christians proves to conform 
to the pattern of the periodical group supper in the Graeco-Roman 
world. Such a periodical group supper was practised by pagan, Jewish 
and Christian groups alike. As regards the practice of celebrating peri-
odical suppers, these groups shared a common widespread Hellenistic 
socio-cultural tradition. In the matter of periodical suppers held by 
clubs and religious associations, gentiles and Jews did not behave dif-
ferently. It is impossible, therefore, to trace the Christian communal 
gathering exclusively to a Jewish or a pagan tradition. Th e Christian 
gathering did not evolve out of a Jewish meal or synagogue assembly. 
It arose as the Christian analogy to the periodical suppers in which 
numerous associations and religious groups, both Jewish and pagan, 
gave shape to their ideals of equality, fellowship, unity, and commu-
nity. True, some features of the Christian supper are signs that it arose 
within a Jewish context: attested to by the fact that, for instance, it was 
held on a weekly basis and that prayers of thanksgiving were off ered at 
the beginning of the meal. Yet, the supper of the Christian community 
cannot be derived from any specifi c Jewish meal or meeting.

2. Th e Christian gathering consisted of a meal and a contiguous 
symposium, although it cannot be ascertained in all cases precisely 
when the meal ended and the symposium began: sometimes the tran-
sition between the meal and the social gathering could be smooth and 
the two parts of the evening could merge into one another. Originally, 
the fi rst part of the gathering was the Lord’s Supper or Eucharist; it 
consisted of a communal meal, preceded by a prayer of thanksgiving, 
and the drinking of wine. Th e second part of the gathering comprised 
the reading aloud of authoritative literary compositions, teaching, 

This is an open access chapter distributed under the terms of the cc-by-nc License. 
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preaching, the passing on of revelations, singing, prayer, acclamations 
and other ritual actions. Th is two-fold pattern, which reproduces the 
bipartite structure of the Graeco-Roman association supper consist-
ing of a deipnon and symposion, is discernible in various accounts of 
Christian gatherings in the fi rst, second and third centuries. In the sec-
ond century, at certain places, one of which being Rome, the reading 
of authoritative texts and the sermon were moved forward, thus being 
placed before the Eucharist. Th is probably had a practical application 
and was established in order to restrict participation in the meal so 
that only initiated members of the community could take part.

3. Th e communal gatherings of the early Christians were held on 
Sunday evening. Th is practice goes back to the earliest communities 
in Judea/Palestine in the thirties and forties of the fi rst century. Th e 
choice of the Sunday evening for holding the Christian community 
meal is best explained as a result of the Christians’ feeling that their 
group meal was theologically more important to them than the Jewish 
family meal which, as members of their Jewish families, they attended 
on Saturday evening. Since the Christian group meal was considered 
to be a particular improvement on the Jewish family meal, the Chris-
tian group supper was best held as soon as possible aft er the Jewish 
family supper, that is, on Sunday evening. Subsequently, the Sunday 
evening gathering of the Christians, spent in joy and festivity, lent its 
festive character to the Sunday as a whole; this made the Sunday a 
special day for them. Th e Christian Sunday thus originated as a new 
feast-day alongside the Jewish Sabbath, rather than being in any sense 
its continuation.

4. Th e Christian morning gathering did not come into being, as 
is oft en believed, as a result of a process through which the Eucha-
rist broke away from the Sunday evening meal; it would then have 
survived only as an agape. Until the middle of the third century, the 
communal supper that Christians held on Sunday came to be known 
as Eucharist or agape, as well as having other appellations for that 
matter. As well as the development of the meal on Sunday evening a 
meeting in the early morning was also introduced, before the partici-
pants had to go to their work. Th is morning meeting passed through 
various phases. First, in the beginning of the second century, Chris-
tians adopted the practice used by various other religious groups in the 
Graeco-Roman world and began to hold services on Sunday at dawn in 
which they sang hymns to Christ and pledged to refrain from all evil. 
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Subsequently, these meetings spread over to other days of the week, 
probably fi rst to the fast days, Wednesday and Friday, later to other 
days as well. From about the middle of the second century onwards, 
these morning services on Sundays and weekdays were expanded to 
include a simple form of meal, also called the Eucharist, an appellation 
used for the Sunday evening meal as well. For practical reasons, dur-
ing these early morning Eucharists, food and drink could be distrib-
uted in much smaller portions than in the evening. Aft er all, this meal 
did not need to surpass the proportions of a breakfast. Yet, however 
simplifi ed, the service was a real Eucharist, accompanied by prayers 
of thanksgiving. Th e eucharistic elements distributed in the morning 
were not just bread and wine consecrated during the Eucharist of the 
preceding Sunday evening and thus kept for the morning gatherings 
during the rest of the week. Finally, the Sunday morning Eucharist 
gained importance at the expense of the Eucharist (or agape) on Sun-
day evening because the morning service, owing to the simplifi ed form 
of the meal, could accommodate the congregation as a whole more 
easily than the evening gathering. Th e latter assembly, with its full sup-
per and longer duration, could not so easily welcome all members of 
the congregation and tended to attract in particular those who needed 
a free supper once a week.

5. In reconstructing the earliest history of the Eucharist, 1 Corinthi-
ans 11:17–33 and Didache 9–10 can and should be used as the main 
sources; they are mutually independent witnesses of a common, earlier 
tradition. Th e primary function of the Lord’s Supper was to establish 
the fellowship, communion, and unity among the participants. Th e 
interpretation of the community gathered for the supper as “the body 
of Christ,” the interpretation of the bread and the wine as Jesus’ body 
and blood, and the attribution of the ceremony’s origins to an institu-
tion by the historical Jesus himself, must all be regarded as very early, 
yet secondary developments. Th e reduction of the Eucharist from a 
simple but real meal to a purely symbolic ritual, during which the ele-
ments were distributed in only very small quantities, gradually took 
place about the middle of the third century or even later. At the same 
time, the Sunday evening Eucharist lost its sacramental character in 
favour of the morning Eucharist and became a charity meal.

6. Th e origins of the reading of Scripture in the Christian gathering 
can be found in the custom of reading aloud literary works and other 
written texts during the symposium part of banquets in the Graeco-
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Roman world. Similarly, preaching in the Christian gathering has 
its origins in the custom of delivering speeches and homilies at the 
Graeco-Roman symposium. In the same way, the singing of psalms 
and hymns in the Christian gathering refl ects the tradition of singing 
during symposia in the Graeco-Roman world in general. Th e sing-
ing among Christians could be accompanied by the sound of stringed 
instruments such as the lyre, cithara or harp. Th e use of these instru-
ments in the gatherings of Christians is clearly attested from the latter 
half of the second century at the latest; however, the possibility cannot 
be ruled out that Christians used such instruments in their gatherings 
already in the days of Paul.

In their communal gatherings, Christians prayed not only before 
and aft er sharing the communal meal but also at certain moments 
in the second part of the evening. During the fi rst three centuries, 
eucharistic prayers had no fi xed form: they were extemporized by the 
leader of the congregation or itinerant offi  cials. Th e earliest signs that 
the text of the eucharistic prayer was assuming a fi xed form may be 
observed in the Apostolic Tradition (Rome, ca. 230 CE?). Th e narra-
tive about the institution of the Lord’s Supper by Jesus, containing the 
institution and interpretation words, was not included in eucharistic 
prayers until the middle of the third century. Even then these prayers 
did not adopt a fi xed form, nor did they supplant all other eucharistic 
prayers: alongside prayers including the institution and/or interpre-
tation words, eucharistic prayers continued to be used in which any 
reference to the institution or interpretation words was lacking. Th is 
was the case in several quarters of the Church, especially in the East.

7. In the fi rst centuries of the Christian Church, besides the eucha-
ristic meal, the reading out of texts, preaching, singing and prayer, 
there were a number of other actions Christians could perform in their 
communal gatherings: the holy kiss, the laying on of hands, footwash-
ing, anointing, collections of money and off erings of food, liturgical 
acclamations, exorcisms and healings. All these actions can be shown 
to have had their counterpart in customs practised at banquets held 
by Graeco-Roman clubs and associations. In the course of time, some 
of the practices mentioned were abandoned, at least in the morning 
gatherings, whereas others came to be heavily ritualized.

Historically and formally, the Christians’ periodical meal, the con-
tiguous gathering, the reading of Scripture, preaching and singing can 
all be accounted for as the continuation of customs that were part of 
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the banquet traditions. Th ese traditions were current in the Graeco-
Roman world and were practised by pagans as well as Jews. A theory 
which can derive the early Christian gathering both as a whole and 
with its individual components satisfactorily from one single tradition 
is preferable to theories that explain this gathering using several dif-
ferent traditions, such as Jewish meals, the supposed synagogue service 
and the Hellenistic banquet.
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1. The earliest history of the Christian gathering*
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* Dates given in this diagram are approximative.

 

 

The gathering of Graeco-Roman associations, i.e., the periodical supper of
clubs, associations, guilds and other groups, pagan as well as Jewish, normally

followed by a symposium (2nd century BCE–3rd century CE)

Weekly cycle of
Jewish Sabbath meals

The early Christian weekly gathering on Sunday
evening consisting of a meal and an ensuing

symposium (30–40 CE) Aetiological
interpretation of the
Christian Supper by
the Last Supper

tradition (35–40 CE)Pauline and Corinthian
Lord’s Supper plus
symposium (55 CE)

Eucharist tradition underlying
the narrative of the Last
Supper in Luke (80 CE)

Christian gathering with Lord’s
Supper and symposium; Acts

20:7–12 (85 CE)

Christian gathering on
Sunday evening:
Eucharist plus

symposium; Did. 9-10,
14 (130 CE)Reading and sermon placed

before the Eucharist; Justin
(150 CE)

Sunday evening gathering with reading, sermon,
Eucharist and singing; Clem. Al., Acta Pauli, Acta

Ioannis, Acta Petri, Tert. (185–210 CE)

Christian gathering on
Sunday at dawn; Pliny

(113 CE)

Morning gatherings for prayer
 and singing on the week days;
 Ign., Did., Barn. (115–150 CE)

Idem combined with Eucharist;
Apul., Clem. Al., Acta Petri, Tert.

(150–210 CE)

Daily morning gathering with reading,
sermon and a Eucharist; Acta Thom.,

 Did. ap., Trad. ap., Origen (215–240 CE)

Morning gatherings of pagan
groups for prayer and singing

(1st–3rd century CE)

Gathering on every morning of the week,
that on Sunday being regarded as the
most important; Cypr. (255 CE)

Evening meal no longer a Eucharist but an eulogy.
Incorporation of Last Supper tradition in the protocol

of the Eucharist; Trad. ap. (230 CE)

Last Supper in
the Gospels:

Mark and John
(70 and 95 CE)

Christian gathering on Sunday evening regarded as
less important than that in the morning because the
whole church comes in the morning; Cypr. (255 CE)
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Paul 1 Cor. 10:16 and 
11:17–14: 40

Blessings over cup and 
bread

Lord’s Supper

Singing

Teaching

Revelations

Tongues

Interpretations

Acts 20:7–11

Speaking

Breaking of bread

Sermon

Didache 9–10

Confession of sins

Eucharistic prayers

Eucharistic meal

Th anksgiving prayers

Teaching and other 
activities

Acts of Paul 9

Prophetic discourse

Eucharistic meal

Singing

Justin, 1 Apologia 67.3–5

Reading of Gospels or 
Prophets

Allocution

Communal prayer

Presentation of food and 
drink

Eucharistic prayer

Distribution of food

Meal

Collection

Acts of Peter 1–2

Eucharistic meal

Admonition

Intercessory prayer

Acts of Peter 20–22

Reading of Scripture

Sermon

Intercessory prayer

Healings

Eucharistic meal

Acts of John 46

Sermon

Prayer

Eucharist

Imposition of hands

Healing

Acts of John 106–110

Sermon

Intercessory prayer

Eucharistic prayer

Eucharistic meal



Acts of Paul and 
Th ecla 3.5

Prayer

Eucharistic meal

Sermon

Irenaeus Adversus
haereses 1.13.2–4

Prayer of invocation

Prayer of thanks over the 
elements

Eucharist

Prophesying

Clement of Alexandria,
Stromateis 6.113.3

Reading of Scripture

Interpretation

Eucharistic meal

Prayer

Singing of songs and 
hymns of praise

Tertullian,
De anima 9.4

Reading of Scripture

Singing

Preaching

Eucharistic prayers

Eucharistic meal (?)

Testing of visions

Tertullian,
Apologeticum 39

Prayer of petition and 
intercessory prayer

Reading of Scripture

Sermon

Collection

Eucharistic prayer

Eucharistic meal

Singing

Closing prayer

Didascalia apostolorum
2.58; 6.21

Prayer

Reading of Scripture

Sermon

Eucharistic prayer

Eucharist

Traditio apostolica 
22 + 35–37 (morning)

Reading of Scripture

Instruction

Holy kiss

Prayer

Dismissal of 
catechumens

Eucharist

Traditio apostolica 
25–29 (evening)

Salutation by the bishop

Eucharistic prayer

Communal prayer

Recitation of psalms

Benediction over the cup 
and distribution of bread 
by the bishop

Eating and drinking

During the meal, 
instruction by the bishop

Aft er the meal, 
distribution of 
apophoreta

Origen, Homiliae in 
Exodum 12.2

Reading of Scripture

Sermon

Prayer

Eucharist 
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3. The frequency of the Christian gatherings and their 
distribution over the morning and the evening during the 

first three centuries*

  evening gathering  morning gathering  no gathering

Paul (55 CE), 1 Corinthians 11:20; 16:2; Acts (85 CE) 20:7.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Pliny (113 CE), Epistula 10.96.7.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Pliny says that Christians come together on a fi xed day (stato die). Th is 
is most likely on Sunday.

Justin (150 CE), 1 Apologia 67.3.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Some scholars have argued that the gathering described by Justin was 
in the morning, others that it cannot be ascertained if it was in the 
morning or in the evening.

Acts of Peter (150–200 CE), 7; 13; 20; 29; 30; 31.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Clement of Alexandria (190 CE), Quis dives salvetur 23; Paedagogus 
2.96; 3.80.4.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

296 appendix three

* Dates given in this Appendix are approximative. Mor. = morning; Eve. = evening.



Tertullian (197–207 CE), De Oratione 19.1; 23; De idololatria 7.1–3; De 
corona militis 3.3–4; De anima 9.4.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Tertullian does not specify on what day the evening gathering took 
place (Apol. 39). Pierre Nautin has suggested that the eucharistic gath-
erings on station days, Wednesday and Friday (Tert., Or. 19.1; Ieiun. 
10.6), were in the evening.

Didascalia apostolorum (215 CE), 2.27–28; 58–59; 61; cf. 6.22.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Traditio apostolica (230 CE), 2; 22; 35+36+37.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Morning gatherings were not always held during the week; the wording 
of Trad. ap. 35; 41 implies that on some days no service took place.

Origen (245 CE), Homiliae in Genesim 10.3; Homiliae in Joshuam 4.1.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Passages in Hom. Ex. 11.7 and Hom. Lev. 13.5 point to the celebration 
of a Eucharist following on the reading of Scripture and preaching, 
which took place in the morning.

Cyprian (250 CE), De oratione Dominica 18; De opere et eleemosynis 
15; Epistulae 29.1.1; 39.4.1; 57.3; 58.1.

Sunday Monday Tuesday Wednesday Th ursday Friday Saturday

Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve. Mor. Eve.

Th e Sunday evening gathering is now regarded as of lesser importance 
than that in the morning because not everybody can attend the eve-
ning gathering (Cypr., Ep. 63.16.2).
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4. An Ancient Religious Community Meeting at Sunrise

Fyodor Bronnikov, Pythagorean community singing a hymn to the rising 
sun. 1869. Oil on canvas, 161  100 cm. State Tretyakov Gallery, Moscow. 

See chapter 2.
(For a full-colour reproduction, see http://www.freebase.com/view/

wikipedia/images/commons_id/2591309)
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5. Plans of two third-century Christian gathering places
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Plan of the Christian meeting place at Dura-Europos, ca. 232; aft er 
L.M. White, Th e Social Origins of Christian Architecture (1997), p. 126. 

Room 4 (12.9  5.15 m) is the Christian assembly hall.



Plan of the Christian meeting place at Kefar ‘Othnay (Legio), third century 
CE; aft er Y. Tepper and L. Di Segni, A Christian Prayer Hall of the Th ird 
century CE (2006), p. 21. Th e Christian prayer hall (5  10 m) is situated in 

the utmost western corner of the complex.
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